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THE SOVIET STATE AND RELIGION*

In connection with the approaching lOOOth anniversary of Christainity in Russia Soviet
people show a keen interest in their spiritual history and the role of the Russian Orthodox Church,
trying to understand the place of religion in society's life today.
Seventy years ago the Soviet Government passed a decree (law), which spearated the
church from the State and the school from the church. The decree has been the basis of all
subsequent acts which determined relationships between the Soviet Government and organized
religion.
by separating the church froin the State, the Soviet Government gave people a choice-to
profess any religion or not to profess any. It also p rohibited any encroachment on the rights of
citizens on religious grounds, removed from official documents all references to religion, cancelled
religious vows and oaths, and made the organs of lay government the sole issuers of the citizen's
papers. Religious classes were taken out of the school curricula at all levels, and religious
organizations were no longer allowed to levy any extortion on the believers or use any means of
coercion or persecution against them. The decree also stressed that no one can avoid fulfllling civic
duties on religious grounds. Religion was therefore made a private matter of each citizen and
religious societies private organizations not subsidized by the State.
The decree laid down concrete measures to give religious organizations the opoortunity to
fulfill their functions. It guaranteed the freedom of religious rites which did not result in public
disorders and which did not infringe on the rights of citizens. Organized religion was granted the
right to a free use of buildings for services.
In this way, the State refused to interfere in religious affairs. Having proclaimed religion a
priyate matter of every citizen, it never called itself, and never was, an "atheistic state", however.
The Soviet State never attempted to spread anti-religious sentiments by the political means of
coercion Lenin strongly warned against any attempts to conduct a political war against religion,
because this would contradict the spirit and the letter of the decree.
The EighLi Party Congress, held in 19 19, further developed the provisions on relations
between the State and the church. The Party Program the Congress adopted spelled out the
following socialist task: In pursuance of the declared separation of the church from the State, the
Party "works for the final severance of ties between the exploiter classes and the organization of
religious propaganda in order to free the working masses from religious prejudice by conducting
*
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the broadest possible scien ti fic enlightenment and anti-religious propaganda. In so doing, the
,

feelings of the believers must not be insulted, because this can only result in the consolidation of
the religious fanaticism."
The radical transformation of society in the first years after the Octobor revolution and
especially the direct involvement of millions of working people in the consLruction of a new
society inspired people with confidence in their own strength, roused mass labor enthusiasm and
readiness for sacrifice and deprivations in the name of the triumph of socialist ideals. The
organized-church leaders, however, took an openly co unter-revol utionary stand with respect to the
State and even directly participated in the armed struggle against the Soviet Government.
In the obtainiJJg sit uation many Party and Komsomol func tionaries in the center and on
localities began considering a "war against religion" nearly their chief task. The perverted idea that
every believer was a covert and certainly potential enemy of socialism was being firmly embedded.
That seriously damaged the unity of believers and non-believers and the very cause of the atheistic
education of the working people.
The situation radically changed in the years of the Second World War. It was clear that
artificially opposing non-believers to believers and failing to unders tand that the church can make a
patriotic contribution to the stniggle against the aggressor could adversely affect the sLruggle of the
people against the Nazi invaders.
In the post-war period the Party had to revise the lop-sided atti tude to work among the
believers and the consequences of going from on extreme to another. In July

1954

the CPSU

Central Committee stressed that the scientific atheistic propaganda, which is "a major section of
·
ideological work" was "in a state of neglect". In November of the same year the Central

Committee passed a re so lu tion strongly denouncing the "gross mistakes" that had been made in
scientific atheistic propaganda, in particular, the "insulting attacks on the clergy and bel ievers " the
,

description of priests and believers as people "who cannot be trusted politically," "instances of
administrative interference I the activities of churches, and manifestations of rudeness with respect
to the clergy. "
The Party's decisions were aimed a t streamlining relations between th e State and the
church within the existing legislation. The rectification of the past mistakes produced favorable
results. Various religions re-opened their churches and prayer homes; religious personalities were
expanding their international contacts, telling the truth about religion in th e USSR and
participating in the sLruggle for peace. They called upon the believers to fulfil their civic duty and
work conscientiously.
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Today, Soviet society has entered a ne w historic stage-overall renewal. The goals of
renewal cannot be achieved without mobilizing the personality and enlisting a psychological and
idological support for perestroika.
Atheistic activities must also be radicall y transformed. The old stereotypes must be
revised and removed. The interests of the people, the enhanced importance of general values and the
needs of the socialist society should be the prime criterion in atheistic work. The international
sittia�on should also be taken into consideration. It is necessary to pool all efforts to prevent
Apocalypse and solve global ecological problems.
There are many specific ways of furtheiing the goals of perestroika. We must clean our
theory and practice from transient approaches and subjectivism. We must bring our legislation in
line with the Constitution and the requirements of democratization. It is time_ we enhance the
.
prestige of the Council for Religious Affairs whose prime task is to protect the constitutional
rights of both atheists and believers and to accommodate possible disputes between the local
organs of government and organized religion.
The consistent implementation ·or the decree on the separation of the church from the
State and the apt adaptation of Lenin's principles, which govern relationships between the State
and organized church, to the current conditions constitute the base for both the further development
of research in the religious sphere and scientific atheistic educational work.
A key task for social scientists is to study the objective contradiction of socialist society,
deformations of its ideological and moral development and their objective and subjective causes. It
is equally important to understand the modern worshipper and the social function of organized
religion and explain the present social reasons for the continuation and growth of religion. This is
all the more important as an interest in religion is today displayed by those sections of the
population whose spiritual development took place beyond religious traditions.
It is time to put an end to a suspicious and unkind allitude to believers and their ideals
such as humility, love and ethical self-education. Millions of believers of various denominations is
a reality. It is therefore necessary to admit that the church is called upon to satisfy their religious
needs. Religion has managed to find its place in socialist society without sacrificing its faith and
without deceiving either the believers or the S tate. For the first time in its history it became an
independent community concentrating on its direct, religious functions. Being separated from the
State does not mean being isolated from society, from its urgent problems that

concern all

citizens, belivers and non-believers alike. That is why the religions existing in the territory of the
.
Soviet Union uphold values that are consonant to the humanistic ideals of socialism. They not

17

-

only display loyalty but actively support the program goals of the Soviet State, thereby reflecting
the interests of believing citizens.
In drawing up an effective system of scienti fic atheistic work it is necessary to take into
consideration the specifics of religion and its place both in social consciousness and in the
outlooks of individuals. For a believer religion is mor than a sum total of abstract dogmas about

the creation of the universe and more than an outlook. It is also a concrete system of ethical values
and a type o f day-to-day activities, of relations with like-m inded people. It is the state of the soul,
an aggregate of feelings and thoughts. Atheistic goals will not be achieved if this emotional aspect

is neglected. That is why materialist education should be based on the realistic elements in the
outlooks of believers that can help them change to the positions of materialism.
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